
THIS AR TI CLE sum ma rizes
and sug gests im pli ca tions
of the fi nal re port of the
Bal kans Air Cam paign
Study (BACS).1 The dep uty
com mander in chief of
United States Euro pean

Com mand, Gen James Jamer son, and the
com mander of Air Uni ver sity, Lt Gen Jay W.
Kel ley, char tered this study in Oc to ber 1995.
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Their spe cific char ter was to “cap ture” the
plan ning, exe cu tion, and re sults of Op era -
tion DE LIB ER ATE FORCE, the North At lan tic 
Treaty Or gani za tion (NATO) air cam paign
con ducted against the Bosnian Serbs be -
tween 30 August and 14 Sep tem ber 1995, as
part of a broader in ter na tional in ter ven tion
into the Bosnian con flict. Their spe cific
char ters were to ex plore broadly the sa li ent

events and im pli ca tions of this brief but
unique air cam paign and to gather a com -
pre hen sive docu men tary and oral ar chive to
sup port later in- depth re search. Their in ten -
tion was that the team would lay out a
“mile- wide- and- foot- deep” base line study of
DE LIB ER ATE FORCE, one aimed more at
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iden ti fy ing and de line at ing is sues than at
put ting them to rest.

The BACS team adopted a core re search
ques tion that high lighted the study’s fo cus
on the plan ning and exe cu tion of an air
cam paign: “How and with what con sid era -
tions did the plan ners and ex ecu tors of DE -
LIB ER ATE FORCE link mili tary op era tions
with the stra te gic, po liti cal, and dip lo matic
goals they were charged to at tain?” To be
use ful to a po ten tially broad audi ence, the
an swer to this ques tion re quired a sur vey of
the geo po liti cal, so cio logi cal, dip lo matic,
tech no logi cal, and op era tional fac tors in flu -
enc ing this par ticu lar air cam paign. Thus,
the gen eral or gani za tion of the study and
the chap ters of its re port were di vided into
sec tions that pri mar ily dealt with (1) the po -
liti cal and in sti tu tional con text of DE LIB ER -
ATE FORCE plan ning, (2) the ac tual
plan ning of the cam paign, (3) its exe cu tion,
and (4) the im pli ca tions of those ex pe ri -
ences. To the ex tent that the re port had a
uni fy ing theme, it was an ef fort to de ter -
mine to what ex tent the plan ners and ex ecu -
tors of DE LIB ER ATE FORCE were cog ni zant
of and/or wielded in flu ence over the forces
that shaped the form, exe cu tion, and ef fects
of the air cam paign. In other words, to what 
ex tent were they in charge of events, and to
what ex tent were events in charge of them?
The an swer to that ques tion, as well as oth -
ers raised and to vari ous ex tents an swered
by the BACS team, car ries sig nifi cant im pli -
ca tions for the theo ries and doc trines of air -
power strat egy and plan ning.

Political and Institutional
Context

In an ideal world, mili tary plan ners base
their work on con cise and clear ar ticu la tions 
of the po liti cal and dip lo matic goals set by
their po liti cal lead ers. If they are to or gan ize 
forces, de velop strate gies, se lect in ter me di ate 
ob jec tives, and exe cute op era tions, they
need to know those goals and the de gree
and the na ture of the force they can em ploy

in their at tain ment. Al though the truth of
this con cept likely would be trans par ent to
any mili tary thinker, most would also agree
that the in her ent com plex ity, chaos, and ob -
scu ra tions of wars and con flicts of ten make
clear and last ing ar ticu la tions of spe cific po -
liti cal and dip lo matic goals dif fi cult to for -
mu late. In the prac ti cal world, as a
con se quence, mili tary plan ners usu ally base
their work on ex pres sions of goals that are
some times clear, some times ob scure, and
some times un know able or only as sumed.
This mix of the know able and the un know -
able was par ticu larly evi dent in the plan ning 
con text of DE LIB ER ATE FORCE. In the ori -
gins and na ture of the con flict, and in the
mul ti coa li tion struc ture of the out side in ter -
ven tion into it, there lay a com plex and
chang ing web of ob jec tives, com mit ments,
and re straints that shaped mili tary plan ning, 
even though some of its strands were per -
ceived only im per fectly by, or were un -
known to, the plan ners in volved.

In gen eral terms, the proxi mal cause of
the Bosnian con flict was the eco nomic and
po liti cal de cline of the Yugo slav Fed era tion
dur ing the 1980s. The net ef fect of this pro -
longed cri sis on Yugo slav ian na tional and
pro vin cial poli tics was the breakup of the
coun try. The re pub lics of Slove nia and Croa -
tia left in the sum mer of 1991, while Bos nia
and Ma ce do nia pulled out in the win ter of
1991–92. Left be hind in a rump state re -
ferred to as “the former Yugo sla via” were
Ser bia, Vo jvo dina, Mon te ne gro, and Ko -
sovo—all un der the domi na tion of Ser bia
and its presi dent, Slo bo dan Mi losevic. The
breakup was not peace ful. The Yugo slav ian
Peo ple’s Army (JNA) fought a 10- day war in
June and July 1991 to keep Slove nia in the
fed era tion, and it fought a much longer and
more bit ter war to quash the Croa tian se ces -
sion, be tween August 1991 and Janu ary
1992. In co op era tion with the JNA, Ser bian
mi nor ity groups in Croa tia and Bos nia
fought to hold those prov inces in the fed era -
tion and un der the pale of Mi losevic or, fail -
ing that, to carve out their own eth nic
en claves (kra ji nas) for ul ti mate uni fi ca tion
with “greater Ser bia.” All of these con flicts
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were char ac ter ized by an ap pall ing vi cious -
ness on all sides, in clud ing mas sa cres of ci -
vil ians and cap tured sol diers, mass rob bery
and rape, and scorched- earth con quests—all
en cap su lated in a new in ter na tional term:
eth nic cleans ing. Dis may and dis gust at that
vio lence and its im pli ca tions for re gional
sta bil ity prompted out side states and in ter -
na tional or gani za tions to in ter vene in the
Bal kans cri sis in gen eral and in Bos nia in
par ticu lar.

From the per spec tive of the in ter ven ing
states and the later plan ners of DE LIB ER ATE
FORCE, know ing that the Bosnian con flict
sprang from the col lapse of the Yugo slav ian
Fed era tion pro vided lit tle foun da tion for
stra te gic plan ning. Crudely put, a po liti cal
breakup, in and of it self, pro vides few tar -
gets against which air strate gists may ply
their trade. Build ing air strat egy in the case
of Bos nia re quired more de tailed un der -
stand ing of the con flict, be gin ning with a
clear de scrip tion of its sus tain ing causes.
Sus tain ing causes is a term use ful in this dis -
cus sion to des ig nate the forces and mecha -
nisms that “move” a con flict from its root
cause to its ul ti mate form. Sus tain ing causes 
drive the evo lu tion of a con flict, sus tain it,
and char ac ter ize its key fea tures, such as ob -
jec tives, scope, in ten sity, and po liti cal dy -
nam ics. In the pres ent dis cus sion, the
sus tain ing causes of the Bosnian con flict are 
the things that led the coun try’s peo ple and
lead ers to take the course that they did in re -
sponse to the un cer tain ties and fears en gen -
dered by the col lapse of the ex ist ing fed eral
po liti cal sys tem. They had choices, af ter all.
To re se cure its fu ture, the col lec tive Bosnian 
pol ity could have cho sen to con tinue the
peace ful co ex is tence of its peo ple in a uni -
tary state, to di vide into a Swiss- like con fed -
era tion of can tons, or some other op tion to
gross in terethnic vio lence. In stead, Bosni ans 
went for each other’s throats, ar gua bly at the 
in sti ga tion of ele ments of the Serb com mu -
nity. Ex pla na tions as to why they did so
vary, but most iden tify some com bi na tion
of three un der ly ing forces as the pre domi -
nant cause of their choice: (1) eth nic ten -
sion, (2) in flam ma tion of eth nic ten sion by

na tional and pro vin cial poli ti cians in pur -
suit of per sonal power and other po liti cal
ends, and (3) a mili tary im bal ance grossly in 
fa vor of one Bosnian eth nic group—the
Serbs.2

Eth nic ten sion may have been his tori cally 
en demic to Bosnian poli tics, but in terethnic 
vio lence was epi sodic. In their an cient roots
in the bar bar ian in va sions of the Ro man Em -
pire, the peo ple of Bos nia were all South
Slavs. In the lat ter twen ti eth cen tury, they
still looked like each other, and they spoke
dia lects of the same root lan guage. But, as

was the case for the South Slavs of the Bal -
kans re gion in gen eral, cen tu ries of the
divide- and- rule poli cies of their Ot to man
and Haps burg over lords, in ter nal mi gra tion,
differ ing re lig ious ex pe ri ences, and wars
had di vided Bosni ans into dis -
tinct—though geo graphi cally in ter -
mixed—com mu ni ties of faith and, to a lesser 
de gree, cul ture. Pro por tion ally, in 1991 the
three larg est eth nic groups in Bos nia were
the Mus lim Serbs (re ferred to in the re port
as Mos lems),3 Or tho dox Chris tian Serbs, and 
Catho lic Croats, who com prised 44 per cent,
31 per cent, and 18 per cent of the popu la -
tion, re spec tively. Nev er the less, fol low ing
the crea tion of Yugo sla via af ter World War I, 
these com mu ni ties gen er ally lived at peace
and in creas ingly in ter mar ried, par ticu larly
when times were good and the fed eral gov -
ern ment was strong. But when times were
tough and the cen tral gov ern ment weak -
ened, as was the case dur ing World War II
and dur ing the eco nomic and po liti cal cri sis
of the 1980s, eth nic loy al ties re gained pre -
emi nent im por tance for enough Bosni ans to 
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ori ent po liti cal com pe ti tion and wide spread
vio lence along com mu nal—rather than ideo -
logi cal, eco nomic, or class—lines.

That eth nic chau vin ism emerged as a pre -
domi nant theme of Bosnian poli tics in the
lat ter 1980s was to some de gree the con se -
quence of the ma nipu la tions of fed eral and
pro vin cial poli ti cians. In deed, the chro nol -
ogy of the Bosnian con flict has its tan gi ble
be gin nings in the dema gogu ery of Slo ba dan
Mi losevic. Ma neu ver ing for power, in 1987
he be gan us ing his po si tion as presi dent of
the Yugo slav ian League of Com mu nists as a
plat form to whip up the eth nic pride and
para noia of the Serb com mu nity of Ser bia.
Mi losevic’s rheto ric also helped stir up Ser -
bian groups liv ing in the kra jina of south -
west ern Croa tia and in a number of smaller
kra ji nas in Bos nia. By mid- 1990, Croa tian
Serbs were com mit ting acts of de fi ance and
lim ited vio lence against the Croa tian gov -
ern ment. When Croa tia de clared its in de -
pend ence from Yugo sla via in June 1991,
Croa tian Serbs co op er ated with the JNA in
an open war to crush the in de pend ence
move ment or at least to es tab lish Ser bian
con trol over the kra jina . This war ended in
Janu ary 1992, with the es tab lish ment of a
tense truce in the kra jina  and crea tion of a
United Na tions Pro tec tion Force (UN PRO -
FOR) to su per vise it. By that time, ele ments
of the Bosnian Serb com mu nity, un der the
gen eral if some times very loose lead er ship
of Ra do van Karadzic, were pre par ing to re -
sist a simi lar dec la ra tion of in de pend ence by 
Bos nia. In the early months of 1991, the ma -
jor ity of Croats and Mus lims, un der the
lead er ship of Presi dent Alija Izet be go vic,
had voted for in de pend ence. Pre empt ing
that vote, Karadzic es tab lished an in de pend -
ent Ser bian Re pub lic. Bos nia for mally with -
drew from Yugo sla via in March 1992, and
heavy fight ing fol lowed im me di ately af ter.
Forces of the Serb Re pub lic, with overt as sis -
tance from the JNA, ad vanced to ex pand its
bor ders, while the rela tively weak Bosnian
army fought to pre serve the ter ri to rial in teg -
rity and author ity of its newly in de pend ent
state. Within a few weeks, Serbs con trolled
al most two- thirds of the ter ri tory of Bos nia.

The bold ness and suc cess of the Bosnian
Serbs’ mili tary of fen sive were con se quences
to some de gree of their great mili tary ad van -
tage over the Mos lem and Croat fac tions.
Dur ing 1991, a number of Serb mili tary and
para mili tary units formed in Bos nia and pre -
pared to fight. Their prepa ra tions were
helped greatly by the JNA, which re mained
pres ent in the coun try un til af ter in de pend -
ence. Be fore and as it with drew, the JNA
opened ar se nals to Serb mili tary units and
re leased sym pa thetic per son nel to join it.
Mean while, the Bosnian gov ern ment did lit -
tle to arm it self. In re al ity, Presi dent Izet be -
go vic had lit tle op por tu nity to do oth er wise. 
The only sig nifi cant lo cal source of arms
was the JNA, and it gave will ingly only to
Serbs. Moreo ver, the United Na tions (UN) in 
Sep tem ber 1991 had im posed an arms em -
bargo that made it dif fi cult and ex pen sive
for the Bosnian gov ern ment to im port arms
and ma te riel from the out side. Thus, when
the coun try frac tion ated, the Bosnian
Serbs had the will and over whelm ing mili -
tary power—par ticu larly in a vast pre pon der -
ance of air craft and heavy field weap ons—to
ad vance around the north ern and east ern
parts of Bos nia. There they carved out an
eth nic state with di rect con nec tions to Ser -
bia proper and to the Ser bian kra jina of
Croa tia. In a mat ter of weeks, then, the
Bosnian gov ern ment found it self sur rounded 
by un friendly and mu tu ally sup port ing Ser -
bian en claves and states.

By that time, the di rect in ter na tional in -
ter ven tion that even tu ally would have a
cres cendo in DE LIB ER ATE FORCE was un der
way. Con cerned with the grow ing vio lence
and the pos si bil ity of in ter ven tion by Yugo -
sla via, sev eral Euro pean states and the
United States rec og nized Bos nia in April
1992, and on 20 May the UN Se cu rity Coun -
cil rec om mended Bos nia for ad mis sion to
the Gen eral As sem bly. On 29 June the Se cu -
rity Coun cil re solved to pro vide peacekeep -
ing forces to pro tect the flow of hu mani-
tar ian re lief sup plies into Sara jevo Air port,
un der the pro tec tion of UN PRO FOR, whose
char ter was ex tended to in clude peace op era -
tions in Bos nia. NATO air power be came in -
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volved in the re gion at about the same time, 
in the form of air borne warn ing and con trol 
sys tem (AWACS) air craft fly ing in sup port of 
SHARP GUARD, a NATO and West ern Euro -
pean Un ion (WEU) op era tion to en force the
re gional arms em bargo and eco nomic sanc -
tions against the former Yugo sla via. Di rect
co op era tion be tween the UN and NATO be -
gan on 16 Oc to ber, when, by pre ar range -
ment, the UN is sued United Na tions
Se cu rity Coun cil Reso lu tion (UNSCR) 781,
ban ning all mili tary flight op era tions over
Bos nia, and NATO ac ti vated Op era tion SKY
WATCH to ob serve and re port vio la tions of
that ban. Af ter ob serv ing hun dreds of no- fly 
vio la tions over the next sev eral months, par -
ticu larly by com bat air craft of the Bosnian
Serb fac tion, the UN and NATO again co op -
er ated to toughen the no- fly ban. On 31
March 1993, the UN is sued UNSCR 816, ban -
ning all flights not author ized by the UN
and author iz ing mem ber states to take all
nec es sary ac tions to en force that ban. Si -
mul ta ne ously, NATO re placed SKY WATCH
with Op era tion DENY FLIGHT to sig nify the 
new ele ment of force. Over sub se quent
months, NATO and the UN added other mis -
sions to DENY FLIGHT, in clud ing close air
sup port (CAS) to pro tect UN per son nel un -
der at tack, of fen sive air sup port (OAS) to
pun ish fac tions vio lat ing UNSCRs, and sup -
pres sion of en emy air de fenses (SEAD) to
pro tect NATO air craft fly ing the other mis -
sions. To co or di nate plan ning and par ticu -
larly the tar gets iden ti fied for at tack in these 
mis sions, NA TO’s North At lan tic Coun cil
(NAC) also ac ti vated at the start of DENY
FLIGHT a joint tar get co or di na tion board
(JTCB), com posed of sen ior NATO and UN
tac ti cal com mand ers con cerned with the use 
of air power in the re gion and its con se -
quences. These de vel op ments and the plan -
ning that went into them con sti tuted an
in cre mental, evo lu tion ary pro cess that laid
the foun da tions of DE LIB ER ATE FORCE,
which, tech ni cally, was but a phase of DENY 
FLIGHT.

In ter ven tion air plan ning evolved for
nearly three years, roughly from the early
fall of 1992 to the end of August 1995. An

im por tant rea son for that pro lon ga tion was
the dif fi culty ex pe ri enced by NATO, the UN, 
and the in ter na tional com mu nity as a whole 
in reach ing con sen sus on what the con flict
was about. Ob serv able events made it ob vi -
ous that the prin ci pal sus tain ing ele ments of 
the Bosnian war were eth nic ten sions, po liti -
cal ma nipu la tion of those ten sions, and the
im bal ance of mili tary power. But which sus -
tain ing ele ment or ele ments ex erted the
most in flu ence on its shape, scope, and viru -
lence? In his re search for the sec ond chap ter
of the BACS, Prof. Karl Muel ler iden ti fied
two dis tinct schools of thought on this is -
sue, par ticu larly among in ter ven tion ist gov -
ern ments. One school em pha sized eth nic
con flict. Some how, in this view, Slavs were
pre dis posed cul tur ally to slice each other’s
throats. Bos nia was just a case in point—a
place where col lapse of the Yugo slav fed eral
sys tem’s re straints merely un fet tered long-
 restrained- but- never- forgotten eth nic ha -
treds in a per en ni ally un sta ble and vio lent
re gion. At the be gin ning of the Bosnian con -
flict, Muel ler ar gued, this was the of fi cial
view of most Euro pean in ter ven tion ist gov -
ern ments— im por tantly, Brit ain and
France—which pro vided most of the
peacekeep ing troops for Bos nia. The sec ond
school em pha sized the po liti cal ma nipu la -
tions of Ser bian po liti cal lead ers such as Mi -
losevic and Karadzic. What ever the in her ent
in sta bili ties of the re gion, this school of
thought held that the cur rent round of fight -
ing had been sparked and sus tained by the
ve nal ra cism of ir re spon si ble dema gogues.
This view of the con flict, which re flected
the pre domi nant of fi cial po si tion of the
United States af ter the spring of 1993, thus
held that vio lence in the re gion was epi -
sodic—not per en nial.4

DENY FLIGHT plan ners found lit tle
guid ance in their manu als and pub -
li ca tions. 
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For air plan ners, these two views of the
sus tain ing ele ments of the Bosnian war were 
di rectly sig nifi cant be cause each im plied a
dif fer ent strat egy of in ter ven tion. If the war
were the con se quence of en demic cul tural
forces, then it had no cul prits. All sides were 
equally guilty and equally in no cent—vic -
tims of forces be yond their con trol. If that
were the case, then the proper role of an in -
ter ven tion was that of a neu tral me dia tor. To 
the ex tent that one used force in such an in -
ter ven tion, one should do so only to pro tect 
the in no cent, sepa rate the war ring fac tions,
and en cour age com mu ni ca tions and con fi -
dence be tween them. In cur rent US mili tary 
us age, then, the view that con flict was per -
en nial to Bos nia led to a peace mak ing strat -
egy aimed at ame lio rat ing suf fer ing and
fa cili tat ing a cease- fire and po liti cal set tle -
ment as soon as pos si ble. In con trast, if the
war were the con se quence of po liti cal ma -
nipu la tion, then it had cul prits—the poli ti -
cians ex ploit ing the situa tion to sus tain war
for their own in ter ests and those of their
con stitu ents. If that were the case, then co -
er cion was also a le giti mate role of mili tary
in ter ven tion, along with re lief and con fi -
dence build ing. As sum ing that one could
iden tify the risk- benefit cal culi of the po liti -
cal cul prits, then one might be able to iden -
tify mili tary tar gets that, if at tacked or
threat ened, would shift the bal ance of their
cal cu la tions to ward peace. In ter ven tion
mili tary force could also re me di ate the con -
se quences of war crimes and ter ri to rial con -
quest by the war’s ag gres sors. In that case,
an im me di ate ces sa tion of fight ing might
not be ap pro pri ate if it de nied the in ter ven -
tion ists the time re quired to set or help set
things “right.” In cur rent US mili tary us age,
then, the view that con flict in Bos nia was
epi sodic and op por tun is tic led in part to a
strat egy of peace en force ment aimed at co erc -
ing the ap pro pri ate war lords to ac cept peace
and re dress wrongs.

These two views of the causes of the war
also had in di rect sig nifi cance for air plan -
ners, be cause their con tra ri ety un der mined
the abil ity of NATO and the UN, as cor po -
rate or gani za tions, to de velop con sen sus be -

tween them selves and among their mem bers 
on what ex actly to do about Bos nia. Con -
sen sus was a nec es sary prel ude to ac tion
because both or gani za tions are vol un tary as -
so cia tions of sov er eign states. Once stated,
this seems an ob vi ous truth. But in the heat
of events, mili tary plan ners some times for -
get that, com pared to the hi er ar chi cal or der
of mili tary or gani za tions, these in ter na tional 
or gani za tions op er ate on a ba sis akin to in -
sti tu tion al ized an ar chy. No mat ter how or -
derly and co op era tive the in ter nal pro cesses
of these or gani za tions, their mem ber states
are not sub or di nate to them or the ma jor ity
will of the other mem bers. Even small states
can block cor po rate ac tions sim ply by with -
hold ing their sup port from them. As a con -
se quence, most of the sen ior dip lo mats
in ter viewed for the BACS pointed out, ex -
plic itly or im plic itly, that no gen eral plans or 
poli cies for Bos nia, in clud ing those re lated
to the use of air power, had any hope of suc -
cess un less they were en dorsed by all the
prin ci pal states in the in ter ven tion—par ticu -
larly those in the Se cu rity Coun cil and
NATO. Ac cord ing to Rob ert Hunter, the US
am bas sa dor through out DENY FLIGHT,
build ing such con sen sus sup port for in creas -
ingly ro bust use of air power over Bos nia was 
a dif fi cult and months- long dip lo matic pro -
cess—but an ab so lute pre cur sor to ac tion.5
Lit tle won der that Muel ler de scribed the de -
bate over the sus tain ing causes of the war as
“one of the ma jor ob sta cles to West ern ef -
forts to deal with the cri sis.”6

The slow pace of pol icy de vel op ment had
one ad van tage for NATO air men, in clud ing
those who even tu ally put to gether DE LIB ER -
ATE FORCE: it gave them time to over come
the in sti tu tional and doc trinal im pedi ments 
they faced in plan ning and exe cut ing sus -
tained air op era tions over Bos nia. In the
third chap ter of the BACS, Lt Col Brad ley
Davis de scribed the or gan iza tional struc ture
NATO had in place dur ing DENY FLIGHT.7
The Bosnian re gion fell un der the pur view
of NA TO’s 5th Al lied Tac ti cal Air Force (5
ATAF), with head quar ters at the Ital ian air
for ce’s Dal Mo lino Air Base (AB), Vicenza, It -
aly. The Ital ian gen eral com mand ing 5 ATAF, 
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who at the time of DE LIB ER ATE FORCE was
Maj Gen An drea For nasiero, re ported to the
com mander of Al lied Air Forces South ern
Com mand (AIR SOUTH). From De cem ber
1992, the AIR SOUTH com mander was Lt
Gen Jo seph Ashy, un til his re place ment by Lt 
Gen Mi chael E. Ryan in Sep tem ber 1994.
These two United States Air Force of fi cers,
in turn, re ported to United States Navy ad -
mi rals com mand ing Al lied Forces South ern
Europe (AF SOUTH), also head quar tered in
Naples, It aly. The com mander in chief of AF -
SOUTH (CINC SOUTH) at the be gin ning of
DENY FLIGHT was Adm Jer emy Boorda, un -
til his re place ment by Adm Leigh ton W.
Smith Jr. To com plete the chain of com -
mand, AF SOUTH re ported to the Su preme
Al lied Com mander Europe (SACEUR), also
an Ameri can four- star com mander. SACEUR
took his gen eral guid ance from the am bas sa -
dors sit ting on the NAC.

The prob lem, Davis as sessed, was that nei -
ther 5 ATAF nor AF SOUTH were or gan ized,
manned, or equipped to han dle the scale
and com plex ity of an op era tion like DENY
FLIGHT, let alone DE LIB ER ATE FORCE. In
late 1992, 5 ATAF was charged to over see and 
con trol in di rectly the air de fense of It aly. Ac -
cord ingly, it had mod est com mu ni ca tions
con nec tions with air de fense cen ters and
radar sites through out It aly. But the 5 ATAF 
head quar ters was small, and its con trol
center was equipped with ob so les cent equip -
ment. It pos sessed none of the state- of- the-
 art auto mated air plan ning and in for ma tion
down link sys tems that had proven so suc -
cess ful in the 1990–91 Per sian Gulf War.
Simi larly, AIR SOUTH was a small plan ning
head quar ters, charged with do ing air plan -
ning for AF SOUTH and over see ing the ac -
tivi ties of 5 ATAF and two other ATAFs based 
in Greece and Tur key. Nei ther AIR SOUTH
nor AF SOUTH had crisis- planning cells to
deal with the rapid on set and fast- paced po -
liti cal and mili tary evo lu tion of some thing
like DENY FLIGHT.8 Over all, the es tab lished
strengths and equip ment of the two head -
quar ters fell far short of the likely de mands
of con tin ual ob ser va tion and no- fly en force -
ment op era tions over Bos nia.

NA TO’s for mal doc trinal foun da tions for
peace op era tions over Bos nia were also un -
even. Since most key com mand ers and staff
plan ners were Ameri cans, Maj Rob ert Pol -
lock, in a chap ter of the BACS re port, ex am -
ined the for mal body of theo ries that might
have been rele vant to plan ning DE LIB ER ATE
FORCE and avail able to AIR SOUTH plan ners.
He ex plored three theo reti cal con structs
avail able in open lit era ture at the time: Rob -
ert Pa pe’s de nial strat egy, John War den’s
five- ring para digm, and the Air Com mand
and Staff Col le ge’s “sys tems” ap proach to
air tar get ing. De spite their mark edly dif fer -
ent theo reti cal propo si tions and plan ning
ap proaches, Pol lock found that these three
theo ries gen er ally pro duced tar get sets simi -
lar to one an other and to the tar gets ac tu ally 
bombed dur ing DE LIB ER ATE FORCE.9 The
dif fer ences among them were mar ginal is -
sues of tim ing and fo cus. How ever, for all

the po ten tially use ful guid ance and re as sur -
ance these three con cepts could have of -
fered, nei ther Pol lock nor other mem bers of
the BACS team un cov ered oral evi dence that
AIR SOUTH plan ners had any work ing
knowl edge of them.

In his ex ami na tion of writ ten NATO doc -
trines, Col Ma ris McCrabb de ter mined that
DENY FLIGHT plan ners also found lit tle
guid ance in their manu als and pub li ca tions.
That guid ance was par ticu larly spotty for
op era tions other than war (OOTW), of
which peace op era tions are a sub set. Sum -
ma riz ing his find ings, McCrabb noted that
“NATO . . . air plan ning doc trine . . . fo cuses
on coa li tion con sid era tions but is largely si -
lent on OOTW, while US joint doc trine, with 
heav ier em pha sis on . . . OOTW, does not
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fully in te grate coa li tion con sid era tions. . . .
An ad di tional is sue that be dev ils both sets
of doc trine is the role of air power in ei ther
OOTW or con ven tional war.”10 These doc -
trinal short falls were glar ing in re la tion to
the unique and un prece dented re la tion ship
of NATO, pri mar ily a re gional mili tary al li -
ance, act ing in mili tary sup port of the UN,
pri mar ily a global po liti cal or gani za tion.
No ta bly, es tab lished doc trines were largely
si lent on how air men could rec on cile, in
their plans and tar get lists, the con flict ing
ob jec tives and re straints that likely would
crop up be tween two pow er ful or gani za -
tions in a peace mak ing situa tion in which at 
least one com bat ant did not want to make
peace. Thus, ad dress ing one of the prin ci pal

cor ol lary re search ques tions of the BACS,
McCrabb con cluded that “the ques tion . . .
of whether these plan ners re ferred to the ex -
ist ing body of doc trine, or just ‘winged it,’
is largely moot—there was al most noth ing
for them to re fer to.”11

This vir tual ab sence of guid ance for con -
duct ing mul ti coa li tion peace op era tions was 
un der stand able, given the un prece dented
na ture of the UN- NATO re la tion ship. But it
was an im por tant void in the con text of
NATO air plan ning be cause the over all fo cus 
of UN strat egy and the op era tional fo cus of
NATO air com mand ers be gan to di verge al -
most at the start of DENY FLIGHT. Un der
SKY WATCH, the stra te gic fo cus of the in ter -
ven tion and NATO fly ers was on peace mak -
ing—ob serve and re port, but don’t en gage.

But the de ci sion to ac ti vate DENY FLIGHT
added peace en force ment as a po ten tial fea -
ture of in ter ven tion strat egy. Though they
never chal lenged the UN’s over all com mit -
ment to main tain ing its po si tion as a neu -
tral peace maker, Gen eral Ashy and other
sen ior NATO com mand ers im me di ately rec -
og nized that their op era tional fo cus would
be on peace en force ment.12 Moreo ver, since
the Bosnian Serbs pos sessed far and away the 
larg est air arm in Bos nia, DENY FLIGHT
clearly was aimed pre domi nantly at them.
That fo cus sharp ened in the spring and sum -
mer of 1993, when CAS and OAS mis sions
were added to the DENY FLIGHT menu; the
UN des ig nated cer tain cit ies un der the con -
trol of the Bosnian gov ern ment as safe ar eas
and com mit ted it self to pro tect them. With
those de vel op ments, NATO was fly ing in
great part to re strict both the Serb fac tion’s
em ploy ment of a key mili tary ad van tage and 
its abil ity to as sail cit ies held by its ene mies. 
That hardly was an act of peace mak ing im -
par ti al ity, and its con trast with the over all
UN mis sion be came a source of frus tra tion
for NATO air men and of stra te gic de bate,
par ticu larly within the NAC. 

Given all these ele ments of their plan ning 
con text, NATO air men seem to have re ceived 
their plan ning and op era tional re spon si bili -
ties for DENY FLIGHT un der un en vi able cir -
cum stances. The con flict they were en gag ing 
was com pli cated enough in its ori gins and
con vo luted re gional poli tics. But their task
was com pli cated fur ther by the pres ence of
at least two broad in ter pre ta tions of the con -
flict at play among their di rect and in di rect
po liti cal lead ers, and each one of those in -
ter pre ta tions spoke to a dif fer ent ap proach
to the use of air power. In their for mal chain
of com mand, the Ameri can flag of fi cers in
charge of DENY FLIGHT worked for the
NAC, which was act ing in sup port of the UN 
Se cu rity Coun cil. At the be gin ning of DENY
FLIGHT, most of the mem ber gov ern ments
of both or gani za tions were de ter mined to
re strict the in ter ven tion to peace mak ing op -
era tions and, con se quently, to avoid any
mili tary op era tions that would ap pear to fa -
vor one Bosnian fac tion over the other. Yet,
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in their in for mal chain of com mand, these
of fi cers were Ameri can, and by mid- 1993
their gov ern ment was on rec ord in sup port
of the use of air power to halt or pun ish Serb 
ag gres sion—a po si tion that AF SOUTH lead -
ers were in clined to agree with. Com pound -
ing this stra te gic is sue, AF SOUTH was
nei ther ma te ri ally nor doc tri nally ready for
DENY FLIGHT. Con se quently, while the stra -
te gic de bate rolled on and the Bosnian cri sis
un folded, these air men would have to build
up their con cep tual un der stand ing of the
con flict as well as the com mand in fra struc -
ture and force struc ture re quired to plan
and exe cute op era tions against re gional
com bat ants of un cer tain means and in tent
to re sist. To put it mildly, they faced a great
chal lenge.

Planning 
To study the plan ning of DE LIB ER ATE

FORCE is to study DENY FLIGHT. Un til just
a few weeks be fore the ac tual exe cu tion of
the cam paign, there ex isted no plan or plan
an nex called DE LIB ER ATE FORCE . When the 
term did ap pear in text, it seems to have
done so first in the ti tle of an AIR SOUTH
brief ing given in early August 1995—“Air Op -
era tions in Bosnia- Herzegovina—DE LIB ER -
ATE FORCE.” 13 But the brief ing did not
de line ate the thea ter wide bomb ing cam -
paign that DE LIB ER ATE FORCE be came. It
mainly listed the vari ous con tin gency air
plans thus far de vel oped by AIR SOUTH to
exe cute vari ous as pects of the DENY FLIGHT 
mis sion. As a menu of spe cial ized plans to
en force UNSCRs, pro tect spe cific safe ar eas,
and sup press Bosnian Serb air de fenses, this
brief ing of fered NATO air com mand ers a
foun da tion for re spond ing to a fu ture cri sis, 
but it did not pro pose a spe cific ac tion for a
spe cific cri sis. Ac cord ingly, what hap pened a 
few weeks later, when the op era tion since
rec og nized as DE LIB ER ATE FORCE be gan,
was the ac ti va tion and rapid modi fi ca tion of 
sev eral plans origi nally de vel oped un der the
ae gis of DENY FLIGHT. De spite its ob vi ous
dif fer ences in fo cus and in ten sity from the

main body of DENY FLIGHT, there fore, DE -
LIB ER ATE FORCE can be un der stood only as 
an evo lu tion ary out growth of the prepa ra -
tions and plan ning that went into the more
pro longed op era tion. Col Chris Camp bell
and Lieu ten ant Colo nel Davis de tail vari ous
as pects of this plan ning ef fort in their BACS
chap ters, which form the foun da tion for
much of what fol lows here.14

De lib er ate plan ning for DENY FLIGHT be -
gan al most from the be gin ning of Op era tion 
SKY WATCH in mid- October 1992. By mid-
 November, af ter ob serv ing con tin ued no- fly
vio la tions by all Bosnian fac tions but par -
ticu larly by Serb com bat air craft, the UN
and NATO be gan de vel op ing the de tails of a
more ro bust en force ment plan. Air plan ners
at the Su preme Head quar ters Al lied Pow ers
Europe (SHAPE), Mons, Bel gium, be gan de -
vel op ing or gan iza tional, op era tional, and
force- structure con cepts for such a plan.
Among other is sues, they sug gested that it
would be nec es sary, in ac cor dance with
stan dard NATO prac tice, to es tab lish a
stand- alone com bined air op era tions cen ter
(CAOC) to con trol ex panded air op era tions
over the re gion.15

This sug ges tion raised an is sue of whether 
such a CAOC, if es tab lished, should be an
ex pan sion of the 5 ATAF com mand and con -
trol cen ter at Vicenza or a new and sepa rate
crea tion. Re spond ing to a NATO re quest to
look into the is sue, the com mander of
United States Air Forces Europe (US AFE),
Gen Rob ert C. Oaks, dis patched his Sev en -
teenth Air Force com mander, Maj Gen James 
E. “Bear” Cham bers, to visit and as sess 5
ATAF’s suit abil ity for tak ing on the ex -
panded re spon si bili ties of the an tici pated
op era tion. An ex pe ri enced air com mander
who knew air power as well as the re gion and 
who was al ready run ning US AFE’s part of the 
PRO VIDE PROM ISE hu mani tar ian air lift into 
Sara jevo, Cham bers was a logi cal choice for
the task. By De cem ber, plan ning to in crease
AIR SOUTH’s abil ity to im pose a no- fly en -
force ment re gime over Bos nia was pro ceed -
ing along sev eral tracks. 

Lieu ten ant Gen eral Ashy re ceived com -
mand of AIR SOUTH at just that time. Lit er -
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ally on the day that he took over, Ashy sat
down with Ad mi ral Boorda and did “some
se ri ous plan ning for an air op era tion in the
Bal kans . . . to po lice a no- fly zone.”16 Hold -
ing Gen eral Cham bers in high re gard and
want ing to util ize his fa mili ar ity with op era -
tions at Vicenza, Ashy elected to set up a
stand- alone CAOC un der Cham bers’s di rec -
tion.17 On pa per, this CAOC was to be a sub -
or di nate ex ten sion of the ex ist ing 5 ATAF
com mand cen ter, but in prac tice Gen eral

Cham bers would re port di rectly to AIR -
SOUTH. Ashy chose this ar range ment over
ex pand ing the 5 ATAF fa cil ity be cause he be -
lieved it would give him tighter con trol over 
what he an tici pated was go ing to be a fast-
 paced and po liti cally hy per sen si tive situa -
tion. Ashy also con sid ered ei ther bring ing
the CAOC down to Naples or mov ing his
own head quar ters up to Vicenza, to place
both the plan ning and exe cu tion staff func -
tions of the forth com ing op era tion in one
place. Af ter some thought, he de cided to ac -
cept the physi cal di vi sion of his staff in or -
der to pre serve other ad van tages. Leav ing
the CAOC in Vicenza had the ad van tage of
pre serv ing at least the form of the ex ist ing
NATO com mand struc ture by keep ing the
Ital ian com mander of 5 ATAF in the for mal
chain of com mand. Keep ing his own plan -
ning head quar ters in Naples would fa cili tate
the daily, face- to- face con tact with Ad mi ral
Boorda that Ashy felt he needed to do his
job.18 

The next or der of busi ness was to en -
hance the staff, plan ning, and com mu ni ca -
tions ca pa bili ties of AIR SOUTH and the

CAOC to match the likely de mands of DENY 
FLIGHT. Find ing the CAOC op er at ing with
“an cient” equip ment, Ashy and his staff
pressed to bring up- to- date com mu ni ca tions 
and in tel li gence data ter mi nals into the
CAOC and to con nect the cen ter to AIR -
SOUTH and to the NATO field units and
squad rons that were be gin ning to de ploy to
bases around It aly. As part of this pro cess,
the CAOC re ceived ana lysts and ter mi nals
for NA TO’s Linked Operations- Intelligence
Cen ters Europe (LOCE) sys tem. AIR SOUTH’s 
in tel li gence ca pa bili ties were strength ened
fur ther by the trans fer of in tel li gence per -
son nel from Head quar ters Six teenth Air
Force at Avi ano AB, It aly, to Naples.19 Rec og -
niz ing that the per ma nently author ized
strengths of the AIR SOUTH and CAOC staffs 
were still too small for the task at hand,
Ashy also be gan to aug ment them on a ro -
tat ing ba sis with per son nel com ing in on
30- to- 90- day as sign ments. These tem po rary
duty (TDY) per son nel soon com prised the
over whelm ing ma jor ity of the CAOC staff
and a sig nifi cant por tion of the AIR SOUTH
force.

Mean while, AIR SOUTH plan ners be gan to 
lay the docu men tary foun da tions for DENY
FLIGHT and pos si ble com bat op era tions.
The fo cus of their work was CINC SOUTH
Op era tions Plan (OPLAN) 40101, DENY
FLIGHT, the over all guide for NATO air op -
era tions in sup port of UN peace op era tions
in Bos nia. Much of this docu ment and its it -
era tions re mains clas si fied and, con se -
quently, out side the scope of this ar ti cle.
Their de tails are dis cussed in greater length
in sev eral BACS chap ters, par ticu larly Colo -
nel Camp bell’s. But it is ap pro pri ate to say
here that OPLAN 40101 started out as a
skele tal docu ment lay ing out rules of en -
gage ment and the CINC’s con cept of op era -
tions (CONOPS), and then evolved into a
more thor ough docu ment that laid out the
situa tion ap prais als, strat egy choices, co or -
di na tion pro ce dures, lo gis tics is sues, rules of 
en gage ment (ROE), and so on that CIN CAF -
SOUTH be lieved were per ti nent to the new,
com plex op era tion be fore his com mand.
Since DENY FLIGHT was pri mar ily an air op -
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era tion, most of the work on 40101 was
done by a few mem bers of the AIR SOUTH
staff or by other parts of AF SOUTH, with
the close in volve ment of Gen eral Ashy and
his sub or di nates.20

The first two ver sions of OPLAN 40101
came out in rapid suc ces sion, re flect ing the
rapid ex pan sion of the DENY FLIGHT mis -
sion in the first half of 1993. The first ver -
sion, ap proved by the NAC on 8 April,
mainly de scribed how AIR SOUTH would in -
ter cept, in spect, and en gage air craft vio lat -
ing the no- fly man date. The sec ond ver sion
came out on 13 August. Its pro vi sions re -
flected the UN’s and NAC’s ad di tion of CAS
and OAS to the menu of pos si ble NATO air
mis sions.

The ad di tion of OAS to the OPLAN ne ces -
si tated that AIR SOUTH cre ate and get NAC
ap proval of an ap pro pri ate tar get list. That
ap proval came in the form of an NAC de ci -
sion state ment is sued on 8 August, just days
be fore the re lease of sec ond it era tion of
OPLAN 40101. This de ci sion state ment
spelled out three tar get ing op tions for of -
fen sive air strikes. Op tion one pro vided for
OAS strikes of lim ited du ra tion and scope
against mili tary forces and weapon sys tems
di rectly vio lat ing UN reso lu tions or at tack -
ing UN peace forces or other per son nel.
Option- two tar gets were mecha nisms for
lift ing sieges. Their fo cus re mained on mili -
tary forces and sup port ing ele ments, but
their scope ex panded to in clude tar gets
through out the im me di ate en vi rons of a be -
sieged safe area. Option- three tar gets
marked out a broader cam paign against tar -
gets out side the im me di ate area of a siege.21

Over the com ing months, AF SOUTH made
mar ginal ad just ments to this ba sic tar get
list, but the three- option cate go ri za tion re -
mained in ef fect.

By the time all these or gan iza tional and
plan ning events had taken place, the in her -
ent ten sion be tween the UN’s peacekeep ing
fo cus and the peace- enforcement char ac ter
of DENY FLIGHT was af fect ing op era tions
pro foundly. The es tab lish ment and, more to
the point, the in ter pre ta tion of the ROE for
the op era tion pro vided an early in di ca tion

of that ten sion. In his chap ter on ROE, Maj
Ron Reed ex plained that these rules are a
natu ral bell wether of prob lems in a mili tary
op era tion. Their func tion is to link ob jec -
tives, strat egy, op era tions, and in ter na tional
law to es tab lish the meth ods and lim its of
force us able in a con flict. To be vi able, coa li -
tion ROE must re flect the views of all mem -
bers and the re ali ties of the situa tion. If
ei ther of those con di tions is not met, then
dis putes will rise quickly, over and around
them.22 In the case of Bos nia, NATO of fi -
cially en dorsed the UN’s stra te gic vi sion. So, 
in the ab sence of overt con flict, Gen eral
Ashy and his staff worked out and got UN
and NAC ap proval for an ini tial set of ROE
by Feb ru ary 1993.23 The real ten sion came
from what proved to be the UN’s greater re -
luc tance, at least com pared to the in cli na -
tion of in volved air com mand ers, ac tu ally to 
act on the ROE. “NATO,” Ma jor Reed con -
cluded in his study, “would al ways view the
use of force in terms of com pel ling the
Bosnian Serbs . . . [while] the UN . . . viewed 
force in a much more lim ited con text of
self- defense.” In deed, de spite many op por tu -
ni ties to do so, the UN also did not re lease a
CAS at tack in de fense of peacekeep ing forces 
on the ground un til 12 March 1994.24

If the war were the con se quence of
en demic cul tural forces, then it had
no cul prits. All sides were equally
guilty and equally in no cent—vic tims 
of forces be yond their con trol.

The fact that UN po liti cal lead ers ex er -
cised such close con trol of air op era tions
was an other mani fes ta tion of the in ter nal
peacekeeper/peace- enforcer pos ture of the
in ter ven tion. In June 1993, NATO and the
UN adopted a so- called dual- key pro ce dure
for re leas ing CAS and OAS strikes. Draw ing
meta phori cally on the pro ce dural re quire -
ment for two in di vidu als to “turn keys” to
re lease or launch nu clear weap ons, the ar -
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range ment re quired ap pro pri ate of fi cials in
both the UN and NATO to turn their keys
be fore any NATO air craft could re lease
weap ons against a ground tar get. For NATO,
any mili tary com mander, from the CAOC
di rec tor up, could author ize CAS strikes in
re sponse to a UN re quest. CIN CAF SOUTH
re tained re lease author ity for of fen sive air
strikes. For the UN, the de ci sion thresh olds
were raised one or gan iza tional level.
Secretary- General Bou tros Boutros- Ghali
author ized his spe cial rep re sen ta tive, Am -
bas sa dor Yasushi Aka shi, to re lease CAS
strikes, while re tain ing for him self the
author ity to re lease of fen sive air strikes.25

The dual- key ar range ment, thus, was an
overt ef fort to coun ter bal ance UN and
NATO con trol over air op era tions. As such, it 
in di cated at least a cor po rate pre sump tion
among the mem ber states of each or gani za -
tion that some pos si bil ity of mis un der stand -
ing or ir re spon si bil ity ex isted in the way
one or gani za tion or the other might in ter -
pret the stand ing ROE and the im me di ate
cir cum stances of a pro posed strike.

A ques tion arises here: If the cor po rate
mem ber ship of both or gani za tions feared
the pos si bil ity of an ir re spon si ble or ill-
 advised use of air power, who did they think
would do it? To a large ex tent, the evi dence
avail able to the BACS sug gests that the main
con cern cen tered around the “Ameri cani za -
tion” of the in ter ven tion’s air op tion. Since
the sum mer of 1993, and with greater fer vor
af ter the fol low ing win ter, US po liti cal lead -
ers were the most out spo ken ad vo cates of
the pu ni tive use of air power in the Bal kans.
From the be gin ning of DENY FLIGHT,
NATO air power in the Bal kans was un der the 
con trol of Ameri can flag of fi cers, al beit
ones serv ing as NATO com mand ers. Moreo -
ver, most of the al li ance’s of fen sive air
strength re sided in a pow er ful Ameri can
com pos ite wing based at Avi ano AB in
north east ern It aly. Sev eral Euro pean states,
par ticu larly those with lightly armed
peacekeep ing forces com mit ted on the
ground, had fears (whether ill grounded or
not) that these cir cum stances could lead to a 
uni lat eral, Ameri can use of the air weapon

in a man ner that might es ca late the level of
vio lence in the re gion or the in ter ven tion’s
role in it. Thus, ac cord ing to Am bas sa dor
Hunter, sev eral mem bers of the NAC pro -
posed the dual- key pro ce dure to both NATO
and the UN, in an ef fort to set up an ar -
range ment that most peo ple be lieved would
pre clude any of fen sive air ac tion.26 US am -
bas sa dor Rich ard Hol brooke shared Hunter’s 
as sess ment.27 Part of the dual- key ar range -
ment was about con trol ling a pow er ful and
po liti cally sen si tive “weapon” in the coa li -
tion’s ar se nal, and part of it was about con -
trol ling the hold ers of that weapon.

If ROE and the dual- key ar range ment re -
flected the ten sion be tween and within the
UN and NATO over the proper strat egy of
in ter ven tion in Bos nia, they also helped to
in crease those ten sions on many oc ca sions.
This par ticu larly was the case when ever the
two or gani za tions ac tu ally pre pared to use
air power against the Bosnian Serbs. In the
press of events, NATO air com mand ers and
Ameri can dip lo mats gen er ally found them -
selves push ing for ag gres sive and strong air
strikes, while most other in ter ven tion part -
ners and the lead ers of the UN called for
cau tion and re straint. 

The air strike against Ud bina Air field on
21 No vem ber 1994 high lighted this ten sion.
NATO and the UN or dered the strike to pun -
ish re cent vio la tions of the no- fly ban by
Bosnian- Serb and kra jina-Serb air craft, some 
of which were based at the air field. Lieu ten -
ant Gen eral Ryan, who had taken over AIR -
SOUTH only weeks be fore, an tici pated an
ac tive de fense of the field and re quested a
com pre hen sive “take down” of it, to in clude
strikes against the of fend ing air craft them -
selves, the run way and taxi ways, and the air
de fense sys tems and weap ons in the area.
Echo ing his air com man der’s ap proach, Ad -
mi ral Smith said the proper goal of the at -
tack was “to make a park ing lot out of
Ud bina Air field.”28 In tend ing to show re -
straint and to limit Serb casu al ties, how ever,
Secretary- General Boutros- Ghali ap proved
at tacks only against Ud bi na’s run way and
taxi ways—not against air craft and lo cal air
de fense sys tems, which pre suma bly would
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be manned dur ing the at tack. Among other
con sid era tions, the secretary- general hoped
to avoid pro vok ing the Bosnian Serbs into
tak ing UN hos tages, as they had done once
al ready, in re talia tion for a NATO CAS strike
near Go razde the pre vi ous April. View ing
the UN’s re stric tions as ren der ing the pro -
posed air strikes largely in ef fec tive and in -
creas ing the risks to their air crews, Smith
and Ryan pres sured the secretary- general
and Am bas sa dor Aka shi to put air craft and
de fense sys tems back on the tar get list. The
UN lead ers fi nally agreed to pre ap prove at -
tacks against de fense sys tems of im me di ate
threat to NATO air craft only. They con tin -
ued to bar at tacks against Serb air craft.29

NATO jets struck sev eral an ti air craft ar til lery 
sites and a surface- to- air site in the im me di -
ate vi cin ity of the air field, but, oth er wise,
they struck only the run ways.30 It was a less-
 than- convincing dem on stra tion of NATO
air power or re solve, one that left Ameri can
air com mand ers and some dip lo mats very
frus trated.31

The gulf be tween the views of NATO air
com mand ers and the UN on the proper pur -
pose and ag gres sive ness of the use of air -
power con tin ued to widen af ter Ud bina. The 
UN’s clear re luc tance to em ploy the weapon
came out clearly af ter the at tack, when Am -
bas sa dor Aka shi point edly drew a line be -
tween the UN and the peace- enforcement
ac tion just per formed by NATO jets. Writ ing 
to Ra do van Karadzic, he re ported that NATO
air craft were un der UN con trol but would
act only in de fense of UNSCRs and UN PRO -
FOR. De spite the im pli ca tions of the air at -
tacks on the Serbs, he re ported that NATO
air craft were “nei ther the en emy nor the ally 
of any com bat ant.”32 NATO com mand ers in -
creas ingly be came frus trated with the UN’s
long de ci sion pro cess in re la tion to re leas ing 
air strikes. This frus tra tion reached a peak in 
the sum mer of 1995, Ad mi ral Smith re called, 
when UN peacekeep ers “pro tect ing” the city 
of Sre brenica called des per ately for CAS.
NATO jets were ready for at tack within min -
utes, but the UN re fused to turn its “key”
for two days, by which time the fall of the
city to the Serbs was as sured.33 Re flect ing

the views of many Ameri can lead ers in -
volved in Bos nia, Am bas sa dor Hol brooke de -
clared the dual- key ar range ment an
“un miti gated dis as ter” that placed the UN
and NATO in a stress ful and im proper re la -
tion ship of over lap ping re spon si bil ity and
fric tion.34

The po liti cal sen si tiv ity of the air power
is sue also in flu enced DENY FLIGHT plan -
ning ac tivi ties. Through out the op era tion,
Gen er als Ashy and Ryan took pains to en -
sure that their plan ning ef forts and op era -
tions did not un der mine the con fi dence of
NATO and UN po liti cal lead ers in the pro fes -
sion al ism and self- control of their com -
mand. To that end, all it era tions of OPLAN
40101, end ing with change four in May 1995, 
care fully tied an tici pated AIR SOUTH op era -
tions to the pro tec tion of UN forces and the
en force ment of spe cific UNSCRs, whether
they were air- to- air, SEAD, CAS, or OAS mis -
sions. The OPLAN also ad mon ished NATO
air men to en sure that their strikes, when
author ized at all, were “pro por tional” (i.e.,
that they avoided un nec es sary casu al ties and 
col lat eral dam age).35 Also, the three tar get
op tions listed in AIR SOUTH at tack plans of -
fered re as sur ance that NATO forces were a
flexi ble in stru ment and tightly un der con -
trol. Ac cord ing to Am bas sa dor Hunter, the
im plicit re as sur ances of these pro vi sions
were es sen tial un der pin nings of his ef forts
to gar ner and main tain sup port among NAC
mem bers for more ro bust air op era tions.36

From the in cep tion of DENY FLIGHT,
Gen er als Ashy and Ryan had asked NATO to
sec ond non- US colo nels and gen eral of fi cers
on a per ma nent ba sis to fill key command-
 and- staff bil lets at AIR SOUTH and the
CAOC. De spite their con tin ued re quests, on
the eve of DE LIB ER ATE FORCE, all ma jor
staff po si tions at the CAOC and most at AIR -
SOUTH were filled by USAF colo nels.37 Most 
of their sub or di nates at the CAOC were
Ameri can jun ior of fi cers and ser geants. This
was an anoma lous situa tion in the NATO
com mand struc ture, in which com mand ers
and their depu ties usu ally are of dif fer ent
na tion ali ties, as are com mand ers at suc ceed -
ing lev els of or gani za tion. The es sen tially
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Ameri can man ning of the CAOC and the air
com mand struc ture may have been as much
a prod uct of the un ease some NAC mem ber
states felt about the air weapon, as it was a
cause of that un ease. Sev eral BACS re search -
ers heard sec on dary re ports that the situa -
tion at the CAOC grated the non- US of fi cers
there, but the team’s let ters ask ing such in -
di vidu als di rectly about their per cep tions
and at ti tudes were not an swered. Sig nifi -
cantly, how ever, Am bas sa dor Hunter never
heard com plaints voiced by the na tional
rep re sen ta tives on the NAC, where such
com plaints would have ne ces si tated cor rec -
tive ac tion. In his opin ion, the will ing ness
of NATO po liti cal lead ers to ac cept the ar -
range ment may well have re flected both
their un will ing ness to have their na tion als
too closely as so ci ated with what might be -
come a po liti cally ex plo sive em ploy ment of
air power, and their rec og ni tion that USAF
per son nel were best trained and equipped to 
han dle the an tici pated air op era tions.38 The
BACS team found no docu men tary sup port
for Hunter’s per cep tion, but it was shared
by most sen ior air com mand ers in ter viewed. 
Fur ther, there re mains the in es cap able fact
that other NATO states did not of fer of fi cers
to fill key com mand po si tions.

NA TO’s am biva lence about the po ten tial
use of com bat air power in Bos nia also seems 
to have un der mined what ever will ing ness
UN lead ers had to al low NATO to use air
more freely in de fense of their reso lu tions.
As in the case of the use of any mili tary
force, a half hearted or in com plete air op era -
tion would be in de ci sive, po liti cally and
dip lo mati cally vul ner able to global criti -
cism, sus cep ti ble to break ing up what sup -
port there was in the UN and NATO for
con tin ued in ter ven tion, and, as a con se -
quence of all other ef fects, likely to do more 
to stir up the Bosnian hor net’s nest than to
calm it. Thus, Am bas sa dor Hunter re ported,
a large meas ure of Secretary- General
Boutros- Ghali’s un will ing ness to author ize
CAS op era tions in de fense of UN troops, let
alone to con sider a ro bust OAS cam paign
against the Serb tar gets through out the area, 
was due to his be lief—through the spring of

1995—that NATO did not have the po liti cal
co he sion or com mit ment to carry such op -
era tions to a suc cess ful con clu sion. The
secretary- general made it clear to Hunter
that he would never ap prove such op era -
tions un less he was con vinced the UN would 
stick them out for their full course. Most of
Hunter’s dip lo matic ef forts in the NAC dur -
ing 1994 and 1995, there fore, fo cused on
build ing such co he sion and com mit ment
among the other mem ber gov ern ments. Un -
til enough or all of them de cided to back a
ro bust air op era tion, he did not ex pect the
UN to re lease NATO jets to pound the
Bosnian Serbs.39 

Con sen sus sup port for of fen sive air
strikes to pro tect the safe ar eas be gan to
build among NATO mem ber states in the
spring and early sum mer of 1995, as a re sult
of sev eral con sid era tions and events. In gen -
eral, three years of bra zen Ser bian de fi ance
of UN reso lu tions and the laws of war had
worn the pa tience of proba bly most of the
gov ern ments in ter ven ing in Bos nia and had
in fused the in ter ven tion with a sense of des -
pera tion. By mid- May 1995, the in ter na tional 
press re ported that, as a re sult of the seem -
ingly un stop pa ble fight ing, “the nearly
40,000 UN peacekeep ers in the re gion are
de scend ing into a state of ever more ir rele -
vance and dan ger,” that Am bas sa dor Aka shi
had “be come a comic fig ure,” and that there 
was a “will ing ness to de clare the Con tact
Group [see be low] dead.”40 Then, to pun ish
the Bosnian Serbs for vio lat ing the Sara jevo
safe area, NATO jets struck Serb am mu ni tion 
de pots around the city of Pale on 24 May
1995. The Serbs re sponded by tak ing 370 UN 
peacekeep ers hos tage and chain ing some of
them to po ten tial tar gets, thereby para lyz ing 
the in ter ven tion. This hu milia tion, as it
played out, led Sec re tary of De fense Wil liam 
Perry to de clare that “the credi bil ity of the
in ter na tional com mu nity was at stake.”41 It
also moved most in ter ven tion ist gov ern -
ments nearer to the stand ing US po si tion
that a ro bust air cam paign was needed to
force the Serbs to obey UN reso lu tions. 

Sup port for force ful ac tion grew through
June and into mid- July in the face of con tin -
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ued Serb at tacks on the safe ar eas of Zepa,
Go razde, and Sre brenica, and when the
Bosnian Serbs shot down a US F-16. Fi nally,
af ter the UN re jected an AF SOUTH re quest
of 20 June for air strikes to pun ish Serb vio -
la tions of the no- fly edict, af ter Sre brenica
fell to bru tal as sault on 11 July, and with
Zepa ap par ently next on the list for Ser bian
con quest, the for eign min is ters of 16 in ter -
ven ing states met at Lon don dur ing 21–25
July, largely at the prod ding of Sec re tary of
State War ren Chris to pher. The pur pose of
the meet ing was to pre pare the way for and
lay out the form of a more force ful in ter ven -
tion in the Bosnian con flict. The weapon of
ne ces sity, as every dip lo mat proba bly un der -
stood at that time, would have to be NATO
air power.42

By the time the for eign min is ters gath -
ered at Lon don, NATO air plan ners had
amassed a com pre hen sive set of plans to of -
fer the min is ters for deal ing with spe cific as -
pects of the Bosnian con flict, along with a
clear idea of how they wanted to ap ply those 
plans. All of these plans were su be le ments of 
the ba sic OPLAN 40101, though most had
been ini ti ated af ter Gen eral Ryan took over
AIR SOUTH in Oc to ber 1994. Stand ing out
among these plans was DEAD EYE, the SEAD 
plan ini ti ated by Gen eral Ryan, fol low ing
the strikes on Ud bina Air field. DEAD EYE’s
pur pose was to pro vide pro tec tion for NATO 
air craft from Bosnian Serb air de fenses as
they flew in pro tec tion of the safe ar eas or
on other mis sions. A sa li ent fea ture of DEAD 
EYE, one that set it apart from the geo -
graphic re stric tions placed on CAS and OAS
strikes, was that it pro vided for com pre hen -
sive at tacks against in te grated air de fense
sys tem (IADS) tar gets through out Bos nia, if
nec es sary. In early 1995, as the plan evolved
in de tail, it in cor po rated a di vi sion of Bos -
nia into south east and north west zones of
ac tion (ZOA), based on the Sara jevo and
Banja- Luka ar eas, re spec tively. As de scribed
by Col Dan iel R. Zo erb, di rec tor of the AIR -
SOUTH DENY FLIGHT op era tions cell, Maj
Ki eth Ki ger of his staff pro posed these ZOAs
“to fa cili tate de con flic tion of planned si -
mul ta ne ous fighter at tacks on the IADS,”

but they did not im ply any re stric tions of
the over all free dom of NATO air men to at -
tack ele ments of the IADS through out Bos -
nia to de fend them selves. If his air craft flew
in de fense of a city in ei ther ZOA, Gen eral
Ryan ex pected to launch at tacks against air
de fenses through out the em bat tled coun -
try.43

On an on go ing ba sis, AIR SOUTH plan ners 
also cre ated plans to pro tect spe cific safe ar -
eas and up dated them as nec es sary. Fol low -
ing the Pale bomb ings at the end of May
1995, Gen eral Ry an’s plan ners de vel oped a
brief ing called “NATO Air Op era tions in
Bosnia- Herzegovina,” which mainly listed
and de scribed the vari ous at tack op tions
avail able, but not DEAD EYE. Dur ing July
and early August, this brief ing ex panded to
in clude a CONOPS sug gest ing that ground-
 attack plans to de fend Bosnian cit ies be
based on the ZOA bounda ries laid out for
DEAD EYE. Un der ex ist ing ar range ments,
NATO air craft strik ing in de fense of a safe
area were lim ited to hit ting tar gets within
the 20- or 30- kilometer ex clu sion zone
around it. What AF SOUTH plan ners were
call ing for was the free dom to strike a
broader ar ray of tar gets through out any ZOA 
in which a be sieged city was lo cated. Thus,
by the time the Lon don con fer ence con -
vened, NATO air plan ners in AF SOUTH were 
think ing in terms of broad- ranging ground
at tacks, sup ported by a thea ter wide SEAD
cam paign in de fense of Bosnian cit ies rather 
than the halt ing and piece meal ap pli ca tions
that had char ac ter ized the use of air to that
point.

From the Ameri can per spec tive, Lon don
be gan as an ef fort to is sue a pow er ful threat
of air strikes against the Serbs for what Sec -
re tary Chris to pher called their “out ra geous
ag gres sion.”44 At the end of the con fer ence’s
first day, Chris to pher as serted that the min is -
ters had agreed that “an at tack against Go -
razde will be met by de ci sive and sub stan tial 
air power.” 45 Moreo ver, he an nounced that
“ex ist ing command- and- control ar range -
ments for the use of NATO air power will be
ad justed to en sure that re spon sive ness and
unity are achieved.” By this he meant that
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the United States ex pected the UN’s role in
tac ti cal de ci sion mak ing to di min ish, per -
haps by end ing the dual- key pro ce dure.46

Last, Chris to pher as serted that the gath ered
min is ters agreed that “the tak ing of hos tages 
will no longer be al lowed to pre vent im ple -
men ta tion of our poli cies.” All this, he
stated, re flected a gen eral be lief that “so
long as the Bosnian Serb ag gres sion con tin -
ues, any po liti cal pro cess [for peace] is
doomed to fail ure.”47 In sum, Chris to pher
was fore cast ing an in ter ven tion strat egy in
which air power would force the Serbs to
halt their at tacks on Bosnian cit ies and
which would thereby open the way to pro -
duc tive peace ne go tia tions.

Most of the sen ior dip lo mats in ter -
viewed for the BACS pointed out, ex -
plic itly or im plic itly, that no gen eral 
plans or poli cies for Bos nia, in clud -

ing those re lated to the use of air -
power, had any hope of suc cess

un less they were en dorsed by all the
prin ci pal states in the in ter ven tion.

In con trast to Sec re tary Chris to pher’s
con fi dent pre dic tions, how ever, other events 
at the Lon don con fer ence in di cated that the
gath ered min is ters were not all fully be hind
the Ameri can pro posal to un leash a de ter -
mined air as sault. Brit ish for eign sec re tary
Mal colm Rifk ind an nounced that “al though
there was strong sup port for air power, there
were also res er va tions . . . [and] it would be
used only if it was felt nec es sary.”48 In a
simi lar vein of cau tion, the French dele ga -
tion re con firmed a de mand that any bomb -
ing op era tions be pre ceded by ground
re in force ments, par ticu larly to the en dan -
gered city of Go razde.49 As a con se quence of 
these res er va tions, the con fer ence’s dec la ra -
tion ac tu ally ex tended the threat of air
strikes only in pro tec tion of Go razde, a limi -
ta tion that prompted the Bosnian prime

min is ter, Haris Si lajdzic, to de clare it a
“green light” to at tacks eve ry where else.
Pub licly at least, Bosnian Serb lead ers also
were not in timi dated by the Lon don con fer -
ence’s threats, as evi denced by the Bosnian
Serb army’s con tin ued at tacks on UN pro -
tected cit ies.50

Mean while, at NATO head quar ters, Am -
bas sa dor Hunter, Secretary- General Wil lie
Claes, and other lead ers were or ches trat ing
events in the NAC to give some cre dence to
the Lon don con fer ence’s threat of de ci sive
air ac tion. Fol low ing an NAC meet ing on 25
July, the day the con fer ence ended, Claes an -
nounced that the NAC had ap proved “the
nec es sary plan ning to en sure that NATO air
power would be used in a timely and ef fec -
tive way should the Bosnian Serbs threaten
or at tack Go razde.” The secretary- general
also in di cated that plan ning would be gin to
pro tect the other safe ar eas, and he warned
that “such op era tions, once they are
launched will not likely be dis con tin ued.” 51

Not in cluded in Secretary- General Claes’s
press re lease were the op era tional de tails set -
tled by the NAC. These in cluded adop tion of 
the so- called trig ger events that, if they oc -
curred, would prompt the start of bomb ing.
Also, the NAC ap proved AF SOUTH’s plan to
de fend each Bosnian city by strik ing Serb
tar gets through out the ZOA in which that
city was lo cated.52 Fi nally, NATO sent three
air com mand ers to Bos nia to con vince the
Bosnian Serb mili tary com mander, Gen
Ratko Mladic, of the al li ance’s de ter mi na -
tion to carry out its threats.53

All of these events were wel come news for 
Gen eral Ryan and Ad mi ral Smith. They were 
par ticu larly pleased by the NAC’s clear ance
to strike through out a given ZOA in de fense
of a city within it. Had they been held to
hit ting only tar gets in the mili tary ex clu sion 
zones sur round ing the safe ar eas, they be -
lieved that their sor ties would be ex pended
against hard- to- find- and- attack tac ti cal tar -
gets, such as ar til lery pieces and ar mored ve -
hi cles. The two com mand ers an tici pated
that air at tacks against those kinds of “di -
rect” tar gets would be slow to in flict
enough “pain” on the Serbs to force them to 
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com ply with UN de mands. Con se quently,
they wel comed the op por tu nity to plan
against a wider range of “in di rect” tar gets,
such as bridges, com mand fa cili ties, sup ply
dumps, and so on, that they also knew
would be eas ier to find and de stroy. Moreo -
ver, Ryan and Smith an tici pated that, sortie-
 per- sortie, such a cam paign would in flict
more co er cive pain on the Serbs, and at less
cost in blood and time than would one fo -
cused on di rect tar gets.54 Blood and time
would be their great est con cern, Smith and
Ryan be lieved, be cause they an tici pated that
pub lic sup port for the cam paign would
quickly dwin dle, par ticu larly if NATO
bombs be gan to kill ci vil ians—or even
Bosnian Serb sol diers.55

In ad di tion to broad en ing AF SOUTH’s
plan ning lee way, the NAC’s ac tions on 25
July also opened the way for UN lead ers to
drop their re sis tance to a heavy cam paign of 
of fen sive air strikes. As pub lic and strong
state ments of in tent to pun ish Serb at tacks
on the safe ar eas, the NAC’s de ci sions went a 
long way to ward show ing the UN secretary-
 general that most, if not all, NATO mem ber
states had found the com mit ment and do -
mes tic po liti cal stam ina to ini ti ate and stay
with an air cam paign long enough to have
an ef fect on Ser bian ac tions and pol icy. In
re sponse, the secretary- general on that same
day trans ferred the UN “keys” for ap prov ing 
of fen sive air strikes and CAS from his hands 
and those of Am bas sa dor Aka shi, re spec -
tively, to those of Gen Ber nard Jan vier, the
UN PRO FOR com mander.56 The power to
launch strikes against the Serbs now lay in
the hands of mili tary com mand ers on the
scene.

As Colo nel Camp bell de scribes in his
BACS chap ter, Gen eral Ryan re sponded to
these rapid shifts in the po liti cal and dip lo -
matic en vi ron ment of the in ter ven tion by
ac cel er at ing the on go ing air plan ning ef -
fort.57 His staff con tin ued to re fine in -
dividual safe- area plans and DEAD EYE. Ex -
ploit ing the free dom to plan at tacks across a 
ZOA, AIR SOUTH staf fers also pro duced a
plan called VUL CAN, which postulated
wide- ranging strikes in the sou theast ern ZOA

to pro tect Sara jevo. An other new brief ing ti -
tled “Gradu ated Air Op era tions” pro posed a
step wise es ca la tion of at tacks across a ZOA
to force the Serbs to back away from one or
more safe ar eas. By 3 August these plan ning
ac tions had reached a point that Ad mi ral
Smith and Gen eral Ryan could brief
Secretary- General Claes and Gen George
Joul wan, SACEUR, on how they in tended to
ap ply of fen sive air strikes in the Bal kans.
With the en dorse ments of these lead ers in
hand, Ad mi ral Smith signed a memo ran dum 
on 10 August with Gen eral Jan vier and his
dep uty in Sara jevo, Brit ish lieu ten ant gen -
eral Ru pert Smith, that clari fied the “over
arch ing pur pose,” “phas ing,” “as sump -
tions,” and so on to guide the loom ing air
cam paign.58 At the same time, AIR SOUTH
worked out fur ther air- ground co or di na tion
ar range ments and tar get lists with UN
ground com mand ers and with Brit ish ma jor
gen eral David Pen ny fa ther, chief of staff of
the NATO Rapid Re ac tion Force, which had
been de ploy ing into Sara jevo for sev eral
weeks.59 By the third week of August, then,
Gen eral Ryan had at least the plans in place
to fight on be half of the UN. 

Also, as the sum mer passed, Gen eral Ryan 
took ad van tage of the re laxed dip lo matic re -
straints on plan ning large- scale of fen sive op -
era tions by ex pand ing the CAOC’s man ning
and equip ment as quickly as pos si ble. Guided
and un der pinned, in part, by the rec om men -
da tions of a Pen ta gon study team that as -
sessed the CAOC’s readi ness for ex panded
air op era tions in late July, Ryan drew heav ily 
on US man power and equip ment to ex pand
the CAOC’s ca pa bili ties.6 0 Sev eral hun dred
TDY aug men tees be gan flow ing in from US
bases eve ry where, along with a flood of
state- of- the- art com mu ni ca tions, in tel li -
gence, and auto mated plan ning sys tems. Per -
haps most im por tantly, ele ments of a USAF
Con tin gency Thea ter Air Plan ning Sys tem
(CTAPS) be gan to ar rive, which, when fully
as sem bled and op er at ing, would vastly en -
hance the CAOC’s abil ity to plan, moni tor,
and con trol high- intensity air op era tions in
near real time. 

THE BALKANS AIR CAMPAIGN    21



Taken to gether, these ac tions pretty much 
com pleted the ef fec tive “Ameri cani za tion”
of the CAOC, but that was a price Ryan and
Lt Gen Hal Horn burg felt ready to pay in the 
rush to get ready. Poli tics had for months re -
strained their abil ity to pre pare for an
enlarged air war, and now poli tics had sud -
denly pre sented them with the like li hood of
just such a war, much faster than they could
ad just their forces to ac com mo date.61 Nev er -
the less, de spite the fact that the vast ma jor -
ity of their CAOC per son nel had been in
It aly for less than a few weeks or even days,

and de spite the piles of un opened CTAPS
equip ment boxes ly ing around, Ad mi ral
Smith, Gen eral Ryan, Gen eral Horn burg (the 
di rec tor of the CAOC), and Horn burg’s dep -
uty, Brig Gen David A. Saw yer (who dou bled
as the 5 ATAF dep uty com mander), were
ready for a fight by the third week of
August—about a week be fore they found
them selves in the mid dle of one. To be con -
tin ued in the Fall 1997 is sue.

Notes

1. Col Rob ert C. Owen, ed., DE LIB ER ATE FORCE: A Case
Study in Air Cam paign ing: Re port of the Air Uni ver sity Bal kans Air
Cam paign Study, un pub lished. At the time of the print ing of
this “Sum mary,” the main re port was in the fi nal stage of re vi -
sion at Air Uni ver sity, and on file in the Air Force His tori cal Re -
search Agency at Max well AFB, Ala. [here in af ter AF HRA] Its
clas si fied fi nal ver sion should be avail able for of fi cial use by
Janu ary 1998, with a de clas si fied ver sion avail able some time in
the sum mer. The to tal re port cur rently con sists of 13 chap ters
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NOTE:  Since these chap ters re main in draft and un der re vi -
sion, they are cited here in af ter with out pagi na tion.

2. Some im por tant ana lysts of this con flict would add a
fourth sus tain ing cause: the mis guided in ter ven tion of out side
states and or gani za tions in the con flict. In their view, the col -
lapse of Yugo sla via cre ated a con sti tu tional cri sis de line ated by

those who wanted to pre serve a mul ti eth nic fed eral state, where 
in di vid ual rights and eco nomic op por tu ni ties were pro tected by 
law, and those who sought se cu rity and op por tu nity in the crea -
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de pend ence in March and April 1992. This is an im por tant ar gu -
ment that re lates di rectly to the ef fects of DE LIB ER ATE FORCE.
But the gross ef fect of the in ter ven tion on Bosnian poli tics was
not a strat egy con sid era tion for NATO air plan ners. They were
not asked if they should in ter vene—they were sim ply given the
pa rame ters of their part of the in ter ven tion and told to do it.
Thus, this par ticu lar is sue is not in cluded in the list of sus tain -
ing causes in this study of air plan ning, though it no doubt is a
criti cal con sid era tion—par ticu larly at the level of grand strat egy. 
For the de tails of this case, see Su san L. Wood ward, Bal kan Trag -
edy: Chaos and Dis so lu tion af ter the Cold War (Wash ing ton,
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